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Introduction
St. Winifred (Gwenfrewy) is a well-known Welsh saint, to the point that she is the patron saint of North Wales, with a Holywell that is still visited to this day. In modern times it is still a popular pilgrimage spot that is visited by thousands of people annually, around 36,000 was estimated to visit the Holywell in 2011.[footnoteRef:1] St. Winifred’s Holywell is visited as a part of the North Wales Pilgrim’s Way,[footnoteRef:2] or can be visited independently. The Holywell is still used as a way to heal aliments threw bathing in the well, and there are actual designated times of those who have come to bath in the Holywell.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:   Bourne, Nick, “Religious tourism on the rise, says church in Wales”, BBC, 10 June 2012]  [2:  “Visit St. Winefride’s Chapel and Holywell”, Cadw]  [3:  “Bathing & Veneration of the Relic”, The National Shrine of St. Winefride] 

St. Winifred’s Vita and her Holywell
A Vita, or Vitae, are the early stories written about saints like St. Winifred, and are written in Latin.[footnoteRef:4] They usually write about the saint’s early life, how they earned their sainthood, as well as some of the miracles associated with them. These vitas are not necessarily supposed to be one hundred percent truthful or historically accurate, more like a story with different kinds of tropes and conventions that spread across vitas based on different saints. When it comes to St. Winifred, she has three early Vitas written in Latin, two coming from twelfth Century, and the other being from the early fourteenth Century.[footnoteRef:5] In a way it is kind of impossible for the vitas to be completely true based purely on the fact that her first few vitas were written multiple centuries after St. Winifred have already lived and died. In this way, we can see vitas as more of a canonization for these saints, where some variances appear regionally over time, but the core story and plot points are the same. [4:  Gregory James Ryan, The Life of St. Winifred: The Vita S. Wenefrede from BL Lansdowne MS 436, pg. 1]  [5:  Gregory James Ryan, The Life of St. Winifred: The Vita S. Wenefrede from BL Lansdowne MS 436, pg. 1] 

 In St. Winifred’s life, she was stated to have lived in the seventh Century, and to have been the daughter of a wealthy noblemen named Tyfid ab Eiludd, with her uncle being another saint, named St. Beuno. One day, a local prince named Caradoc fell in love with Winifred and asked for her hand in marriage. Due to her religious piety, Winifred refused Caradoc’s advances.[footnoteRef:6] This angered Caradoc and he cut off Winifred’s head, or according to the Vita Santae Wenedredae translation done by D. Callander, “the profane youth, hearing himself being refused, and unable to bear his lust, and at the same time believing that she could not be diminished, nor that he could have peace while the virgin lived, having unsheathed his sword he cut off her head. And as soon as the virgin’s head fell down to the ground, in that place a most radiant spring flowed out, bursting forth abundantly, which has not ceased flowing to this day, providing health through the blessed virgin’s merits to many sick people.”[footnoteRef:7] As a result of this, St. Winifred was Martyred just like so many of the early saints of this period. However, she is different in the regards that St. Beuno then revived her by putting her head back on her body, and then showed her the Holywell that was created by the incident. St. Winifred then went on to become an Abbess in a house for monks and nuns around thirty miles away from her Holywell, before dying of natural causes.[footnoteRef:8] Before, getting her bones robbed from her grave and sent to a different church, but that story does not pertain to her Holywell, so we will not go into further depth about her bones or other holy relics. [6:  Gregory James Ryan, The Life of St. Winifred: The Vita S. Wenefrede from BL Lansdowne MS 436, pg. 3]  [7:  “St. Winefride’s Well”, Curious Clwyd The beauty, the history, the folklore of North Wales]  [8:  Gregory James Ryan, The Life of St. Winifred: The Vita S. Wenefrede from BL Lansdowne MS 436, pg. 4] 

St. Winifred’s Holywell is located on the Welsh cost, around twenty miles away from Chester, England.[footnoteRef:9] While we can not really say when the Holywell itself was officially established, we do know that people were taking Pilgrimages to the site as early as the eleventh Century. For example, it is said that the second Earl of Chester, Richard d’Avranches, toke a pilgrimage to the Holywell around 1115-1119.[footnoteRef:10] The Holywell is one of many curing wells in Wales, with Francis Jones estimating that there are 370 well described as being exclusively healing wells. However, unlike most Holywell’s were you going to them when you have a specific disease or disability you want cured, St. Winifred’s well does not have a specific illness or affliction that the well is claimed to cure. In 1805, we get a claim that a little six year old girl by the name of Winefrid White, was deemed uncurable by physicians and was paralyzed on her left side ad had to use a cane in order to walk. After taking a bath in the Holywell, she was completely cured.[footnoteRef:11] The same can also be said about Sister Mary Ann Wood, who in 1809 also bathed in the Holywell after getting a serious injury on her arm.[footnoteRef:12] While anyone in the past and in modern day can go and bath in St. Winifred’s Holywell, the majority of the stories of cures highlighted are about women. This is still true today with the notion that some believe that the Holywell is particularly affective for women who have suffered domestic or sexual abuse, or any form of violence done against them.[footnoteRef:13] As you can gather by now, the way that one gets healed in the Holywell of St. Winifred is by bathing or swimming in the water, either once or multiple times. While other wells you would get healed by drinking the water of by making an offering and putting it by or into the water of the Holywell. There are also Holywell’s that are said to be for cursing people and used in the ways kind of like the lead curse tablets found in Roman Baths. For example, the curse tablets found in the archaeology site of the Roman Baths and Scared Spring in Bath, England.  [9:  Gregory James Ryan, The Life of St. Winifred: The Vita S. Wenefrede from BL Lansdowne MS 436, pg. 11]  [10:  “St. Winefride’s Well”, Curious Clwyd The beauty, the history, the folklore of North Wales]  [11:  Pritchard, T.W., The Rejuvenation of St Winefride’s Well, pg. 243]  [12:  Pritchard, T.W., The Rejuvenation of St Winefride’s Well, pg. 248]  [13:  “Story of St Winefride takes on new relevance as shrine is elevated to National Status”, the Catholic Network, November 17 2023] 

As you can infer, scared springs (or Holywell’s) are a very old concept and place to visit for healing and even cursing. But this does not necessarily mean that St. Winifred’s Holywell is also ancient or neolithic by default. It does not completely erase the possibility of this being the case, but currently we have not found enough evidence to concretely say that St. Winifred’s Holywell was used as some sort of scared spring before it was widely known, and referred to, and even written about as St. Winifred’s Holywell in the Medieval period. This is not to say that the well was not already important to whatever kind of community that was already in the area before it was known as St. Winifred’s Holywell. Only that we do not have enough written or archaeological evidence to say for certain what the well was known for (if it was already said to have healing properties) or if it held any more significance to the communities there other than being a water source before it was written to be St. Winifred’s Holywell in her vitas during the twelfth Century. Either way, we can concretely establish that by the time of the Medieval period, the Holywell and attached Chapel and shrine were established to be that of St. Winifred’s. 
Throughout the Medieval period, many people pilgrimage to the Holywell. The pilgrimages continued even with the Protestant reformation taking place, with it being said that even Catholic James the second and his wife Queen Mary of Modena coming to the Holywell in 1686 to help with their fertility issues.[footnoteRef:14] As well as already started by the first-hand accounts mentioned previously, people were still going to the Holywell to be healed by the early nineteenth Century. Partly due to its resurgence in popularity because of writings and accounts like the pamphlet by John Bishop written in 1805 called the Authentic documents relative to the miraculous cure of Winefrid White of Wolverhamton at St Winefride’s Well on 28th of June 1805.[footnoteRef:15] In the twentieth Century, restoration on the Chapel itself was started in 1930, and ended in 1976, with a lot of the eighteenth Century additions like the school room amendments being removed. And of course, St. Winifred’s Holywell and shrine are still visited heavily today in the twenty first Century not just by those in Wales and the wider United Kingdom, but also those going on Pilgrimages from all over the world. It does not even have to be visited solely for Pilgrimages, but also for the secular reason of how impressive and old this Historical site is. The Shrine and Holywell are a bit more organized in the way that now there are designated times when one can actually bath in the well or visit the Chapel, as well as ticketed admission. But this does not necessarily mean that these forms of organizations or fees were not there or established in any capacity in earlier eras and phases of the Chapel and well, just that it is not as easy to find in documentation of sources considering that the Holywell’s official website and organization is very much an invention and convention limited to the late twentieth Century and the current twenty first Century.  [14:  “St. Winefride’s Well”, Curious Clwyd The beauty, the history, the folklore of North Wales]  [15:  Pritchard, T.W., The Rejuvenation of St Winefride’s Well, pg. 243
] 

Why is St. Winifred’s Well still relevant?
Overall, there are many reasons as to why St. Winifred’s Holywell and Shrine is still significant and important to discuss today.  First off, it is significant to the history of Wales and its deep connection to and further understanding of the Medieval period and its relationship to religion and saints. As well as, further into Catholic history as a whole with how old and established the Holywell and Chapel are to the Catholic religion, even if any domination (or lack thereof) can visit and bath in it today. It connects the long established tradition of religion and tourism, which is still very much a thriving business today. And lastly shows us how interwoven faith is when it comes to the healing process. Even with are modern advancements and the advancements occurring in the past, as well as, the unknown advancements of the future, people still come to St. Winifred’s well and other established Holywells like it in order to heal themselves, and people still like hearing and believing in miracles that have to do with healing to this day, regardless of if they are in a religious context or a medical one. That is why, St. Winifred’s Holywell is still relevant to this day, because it has a lot to say about us and are relationship with our bodies and how they hurt, break, and heal.
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